FIRST EFFECTS OF WAR	47
hours later, that step was followed by a Moratorium,
extending over the following five days: a breathing
space which gave the public time to recover sanity,
and the Government to concert plans for the future.
The Banking Moratorium was successful enough to
encourage the Government to declare a general sus-
pension of current commercial operations,1 and to
take certain measures to safeguard the interests of the
public in the local cotton market. For some years,
this market in Alexandria had controlled its own
business through the agency of an elected committee.
The latter, hurriedly summoned, had directed that
contracts for the purchase of cotton, negotiated
before the outbreak of war, would be fixed compul-
sorily at the price of 15! dollars per kantar: an
arbitrary and hasty decision, which raised a storm of
criticism. The aggrieved parties appealed to the
Government. One difficulty in taking any action lay
in the fact that the committee had not exceeded
their authority. The Government, therefore, adopted
the bold course of declaring the decision to be null
as gold became inaccessible, that substantial protection was perforce
abandoned, and its place taken by short-dated securities, such as
British Treasury Bills, realizable without difficulty into sterling. The
par of exchange was at the rate of ££.97,500 to £100, and at that
exchange the National Bank distributed in Cairo Egyptian currency
notes against sterling paid into its London agency, or conversely,
received currency notes under similar conditions. In this manner,
parity of exchange was maintained throughout the War. The manage-
ment of the National Bank has received less credit than they deserve
for the bold and skilful handling of the complex banking problems
of Egypt in the last days of peace, and their advice to the Council of
Ministers, to declare the pre-war note issue to be inconvertible, un-
questionably saved the country from confusion, if from no greater
calamity. Public opinion at first was sceptical of the policy, and even
London hesitated to approve the wisdom of it. But critics had to
confess themselves mistaken, Egyptian conditions were not analogous
to conditions elsewhere, and the future demonstrated that the National
Bank had pursued a course advantageous to Egypt.
1 Pecree of Council of Ministers, dated 9th August 1914,

